Since the founding of the People's Republic of China in 1949, many changes have taken place in China over the past half century. Whereas China has made phenomenal strides both economically and geopolitically, it has also undergone dramatic changes in the prevalence of coronary heart disease (CHD). People in China used to be known for their lean body build, low plasma cholesterol levels and low incidence of CHD (1) . Now all has changed; CHD in China has climbed from the fifth most common form of heart disease in 1949-1957 (6%) to the second most common in 1958-1968 (16%) and rising again in 1969-1979 (26%) to become the most common in 1980-1989 (27%) where it remains until today [1] . What are the risk factors responsible for this drastic change in modern China?
Modern Chinese love the atherogenic fast foods and devour them at an ever-faster rate. The huge success of the world's two best-known fast-food giants, McDonald's and Kentucky Fried Chicken, is a result of a change in Chinese lifestyles, which are becoming more geared to convenience, speed, novelty and varieties [1] . As a consequence of the recent changes in the dietary habits in China, the 'normal' plasma cholesterol values in modern China have climbed from 155 mg/dl or 4 mmol/l in 1958 [2] , to 191 mg/dl or 4.9 mmol/l in 1981 [2] , 200 mg/dt or 5.2 mmol/I in 1997 [3] , and 232 mg/dl or 6.0mmol/l in 2003 [4, 5] . Along with the rise in 'normal' plasma cholesterol levels, the incidence of CHD has Shown a parallel rise in modern China [6] .
The Chinese craving for fast food and processed meat is not only responsible for the rising plasma cholesterol levels but also results in an increase in hypertension through increased sodium intake. Hypertension is a very important risk factor for CHD and stroke in the Chinese population [7] [8] [9] . Stroke is the leading cause of death from cardiovascular diseases in China [8] . The 10 Chinese cohorts study showed that each 10 mmHg difference in baseline systolic blood pressure was associated with a 28% difference in risk of CHD (myocardial infarction, sudden cardiac death and death from congestive heart failure), and each 5 mmHg difference in baseline diastolic blood pressure was associated with a 24% difference in risk of CHD [8] . In Western populations, a reduction in dietary intake of sodium of 100 mmol/24 h (3 g of salt, a realistic reduction) lowers systolic blood pressure in subjects aged 50-65 years by 10 mmHg on average; this reduction in blood pressure would reduce age-specific stroke mortality by 22% and mortality from heart disease by 16% [10] . Ecological analysis of the association of population mean blood pressure level with incidence of CHD and stroke in 14 Chinese populations showed that a 5 mmHg lowering in the population mean level of diastolic blood pressure was associated with a 16/100 000 lower incidence of CHD and a 47/100000 lower incidence of CHD and a 47/ 100 000 lower incidence of stroke [8] .
China used to be known for her slender people [1] . Now China is fighting overweight and obesity, especially childhood obesity, which at 28% [11] is as high as the rest of world [12] . Excessive caloric intake from fast food [13] , insufficient exercise because of increasing availability and increased reliance on automobiles [14}, and the popularization of television [1,15} all contribute to obesity. The effect of television viewing on paediatric obesity has recently been documented; each hourly increment of television viewing is associated with a 1-2% increase in the prevalence of obesity in urban China [15] .
The prevalence of obesity continues its upward trend in China, as does the rest of the world. By the end of 2000, the obesity rate of male students in Beijing reached 15%, doubling that of 1990 and approaching that of developed countries [II}. Traditionally, a fat child in China meant a healthy child, one who was likely to survive the rigors of" under-nourishment and infections. This misconception still prevails in many parts of China, which, unfortunately, is a participant in an international epidemic of childhood obesity [16, 17] . Fat children grow up to be fat adults. Overweight in China [body mass index (BMI)~25] has shown a progressive increase in both men and women over the past two decades [18] . It is estimated that overweight is present in 50-60% of northern Chinese and 20% of the total Chinese population [18] . Obesity (BMĨ 30) is present in 10% of the population in northern China and 5% in southern China. The total number of obese people in China is now estimated to be 30-40 million [18] .
The Chinese have a lower baseline BMI to begin with (baseline value =21; mean = 18.5-23.9) [1, [19] [20] [21] [22] , and it takes less to reach an obese level. A BMI of 24-27.9 is considered to be overweight and~28 is obese [1] . As a consequence it takes smaller increments to increase the risk of hypertension, CHD, and type II diabetes in the Chinese population [1] . In the Chinese, including children, waist circumference is a better predictor of obesity-related health risk than BMI [23] [24] [25] .
China is the greatest producer and consumer of cigarettes in the world [1, 26] . One of every three cigarettes manufactured in the world is consumed in China [1] . Even more alarming is the prevalence of teenage smoking in China; three of every five Chinese smokers begin smoking at the age of 15-20 years [27] . Although cigarette smoking is far less common among Chinese women than men [28] , women smoke almost as much as men in the Autonomous Region of Inner Mongolia [1] . Cigarette smoking becomes the only pastime for both men and women who are housebound by the inclement weather in the winter in the Inner Mongolia grasslands.
As the Chinese saying goes, 'women uphold half of the sky' [29] ; therefore, women smoke as much as the men in Inner Mongolia [30] . Countries such as China, with its 300 million smokers, are being targeted by the Western tobacco industry as stricter controls on tobacco begin to bite in the United States. The young smokers in China not only like to smoke foreign brands of cigarettes but also name brands. Next to Coco Colo and Mickey Mouse, Marlboro is the third most well known American name in China [1] . Evidence is uncontroversial that cigarette smoking is a major cause of death in China [31] , a direct cause of CHD in China [32] , and an indirect cause of CHD through hypertension [33] .
Diabetes has become an epidemic in modern China [34] . There are nearly one million new cases of diabetes per year in the 21st century [35] , and there will be a total of 290 million people with diabetes by 2010 [36] . The main risk factor for the development of diabetes in China is obesity. An indirect cause is cigarette smoking [26, 37] .
Eating a healthy diet and becoming physically more active can prevent diabetes, as convincingly shown by China's Daqing IGT (impaired glucose tolerance) and Diabetes Study [38] . In this clinical trial a total of 577 subjects with IGT were randomized to either a control group or to one of three active treatment groups: diet alone, exercise alone, or diet plus exercise. This is the first randomized controlled trial to demonstrate that weight reduction by diet and exercise can significantly reduce the incidence of diabetes in people with impaired glucose tolerance.
The metabolic syndrome has also reached epidemic proportions in China [39, 40] . The prevalence of metabolic syndrome in China is 13.3% (12.7% in males and 14.2% in females) [41] . The occurrence of diabetes and other cardiovascular risk factors, which constitute the metabolic syndrome, is a common phenomenon in modern China [42] . The incidence of cardiovascular disease in the metabolic syndrome is reported to be high in a study of 27739 subjects from 11 provinces in China [41] . In another more recent study from Shanghai, China [43] , one-sixth of the habitants in Shanghai aged 20-74 years had metabolic syndrome. The prevalence of diabetes, impaired glucose regulation and metabolic syndrome increased progressively in association with a BMI of~23 [44] . Obesity is the principal reason for the increased prevalence of metabolic syndrome in China [1, 39, 40, 41, 44] . Once again, it is not the obesity per se that is an important risk factor for the metabolic syndrome, but where the obesity is located that matters [23, 40] . In postmenopausal women, it was the waist circumference rather than the BMI that correlated best with increased vascular and metabolic risk [45] .
Epidemics of cardiovascular diseases, especially CHD, present complex challenges as well as great opportunities.
In Chinese the expression for crisis, Jt~(wei-ji), is made of two Chinese characters,~(wei) and~(ji). The first character,~, means danger, and the second character,~, means opportunity. Therefore, the epidemic of CHD and related atherosclerotic disease in modern China, which has reached a crisis level, presents both a danger and an opportunity. It is a challenge to the Chinese people to overcome this crisis by taking control of their lifestyle and related risk factors.
